Innovation platforms are increasingly used by research and development initiatives to actively engage the poor in agricultural innovation processes. These platforms are forums for action and learning, where different types of actors come together to address issues of mutual concern. However, the dynamic nature of the innovation process, and the differences in interest, capacity and power among the actors involved, pose a challenge in the facilitation of these platforms. We believe that the key to success is very much linked to the attitude, skills and capacities of the innovation broker. This paper highlights seven key issues which in our view are critical to effective platform facilitation and have not received the attention they deserve: the dynamic and evolving nature of platforms; power dynamics; gender equity; external versus internal facilitation; sustainability of the process; issues of scale; and monitoring and evaluation. These issues and implications for facilitation of innovation platforms will be discussed based on examples from the field and in relation to current theories.
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There is growing scientific recognition of innovation platforms (IPs) and the role of facilitation in catalysing agricultural innovation (see Klerkx and Gildemacher 2011; Hounkonnou et al. 2012; Klerkx et al. 2012) , with increasing documentation of experiences from practitioners (see Hawkins et al. 2009; Nederlof et al. 2011; Nederlof and Pyburn 2012; Hall and Mbabu 2012) . IPs have become increasingly popular, and run the risk of becoming a void concept or misunderstood -for example because they are taken as merely mechanisms to regulate value chains or to extend new technologies to large numbers of farmers 1,2; still, the discussion whether or not IPs are useful and effective, is a relevant one. In this paper we argue that the success of an IP depends on the attitude and skills of the facilitator. Indeed, one of the most frequent questions from practitioners is: 'how do we best facilitate IPs'?
IPs are composed of a range of actors, often with very different backgrounds, who discuss and address challenges and opportunities around a particular issue or area (Nederlof et al. 2011) . IPs may operate at local or national levels; sometimes linking actors at different scales. Often, the actors have divergent and sometimes competing and conflicting interest and values, and they do not naturally want to cooperate or share information with each other. Experience has shown that skilful facilitation is needed to enable the platform members to reach a shared understanding of the issues at hand, agree on common goals, communicate, cooperate and coordinate activities to address their challenges and take advantage of opportunities.
In this paper, we reflect on some of the key challenges emerging from our experiences in facilitating IPs in Africa. 3 These issues are recognised within development practice, and yet often do not receive the attention they deserve in IP facilitation. To support our reflections, we draw on examples of agricultural extension and research for development (R4D) projects implemented in Southern, East and West Africa in the past decade, which focused on agricultural production, value chain development and/or natural resource management (see Box 1). However, before we do that we first provide an overview of key issues in facilitating IPs.
Key issues in facilitating innovation platforms
To frame the discussion on key challenges on facilitating IPs, we briefly reflect on what IPs are, the implications for facilitation, and who is best suited to facilitate these platforms, drawing from practice and current theory. IPs are based on innovation systems thinking: a holistic and comprehensive framework for understanding innovation (new products, new processes and new forms of organization) as emerging from a broad network of dynamically linked actors within a particular institutional and policy context (Hall et al. 2006 ).
Innovation platforms -forums for learning and action
Within agriculture, IPs can be useful to explore strategies that can boost productivity, sustainably manage natural resources, improve value chains, or influence policies; these strategies often include biophysical, socioeconomic and political elements, and concern various formal and informal institutions 4 (Homann-Kee Tui et al. 2013) . By bringing together actors from various sectors and from different administrative levels, and by acknowledging and making use of their diverse capacity (knowledge, skills, capabilities, interests, resources), IPs may be able to identify and address existing barriers or challenges to innovation and/or take advantage of potential opportunities. · Linking and strategic networking: The facilitator builds relationships with other relevant actors and invites them to collaborate with the platform; this may include mobilizing support and resources for activities undertaken by the platform.
· Technical backstopping:
The facilitator may provide technical advice or link the platform to others who can provide that information; he or she may also solicit further studies or consultations to identify or confirm problems and information needs.
· Mediation Actors may perceive others as competitors, who want to monopolize the process and prevent others from receiving crucial information. The facilitator prevents such power struggles and addresses them if they arise. He or she tries to help the platform members realize they all have an interest in finding solutions and creating opportunities.
· Advocacy Innovation requires an enabling environment. The facilitator may help the platform to advocate for policy changes, generate new business models, or stimulate new relationships among the actors, and get the buy-in and support of those how matter to the platform. · Capacity building: Most platform members are not equipped with the technical, organizational and management skills to play their role in the platform effectively. The facilitator may link the platform to training institutes and organize exchange and exposure visits; he or she may also help actors to organize themselves better.
· Management: With management we refer to the financial management, reporting and communication with the donor. Sometimes the facilitator combines the function of broker with that of manager.
· Documenting learning: The facilitator ensures that the meetings and the process are well documented and reported to relevant actors and other parties; it is used to simulate reflection and learning based on actions initiated, as well as the overall innovation process. Paper. Dealing with critical challenges in African innovation platforms: lessons for facilitation. As we can see, the role of an innovation broker is diverse and challenging and demands a particular set of skills. Effective innovation brokers are flexible and natural networkers, have a knack for developing cooperation and partnerships, a strong and wide personal network, a capacity to manage relations effectively over time, a good sense of power dynamics, the ability to manage conflict, a listening ear, group facilitation skills, and the ability to consider broader system dynamics. They may also need to encourage actors within a given system to change entrenched practices and question the ways in which the system functions. This raises questions about who is best placed to fulfil this role.
Who are the brokers?
There are different ways of categorizing innovation brokers (e.g. see Klerkx et al. 2009 ), but generally brokers can either be organizations or individuals who can be members of the platform or independent from the platform (Tennyson 2005 ; see Table 1 ). An independent organization or mechanism created specifically to promote partnerships and/or to undertake a brokering function on behalf of different partnerships.
As Klerkx et al (2009) point out, the role of innovation broker in Western countries is often fulfilled by intermediary organizations that are independent from the platform and specialized in brokering, e.g. innovation consultants. However, such specialist brokers are not common in developing country contexts. As a result, the role of innovation broker is often fulfilled by those who instigate platform processes, for example research or development organizations. Representatives from these organizations may not only be responsible for establishing platforms, they may also be platform members. In some cases 'insiders' from a given system may be selected to play the role of broker, for example extension agents or government representatives.
Voices from the field: challenges faced
Although much has been written from a theoretical perspective on innovation systems and there are many guidelines for facilitating platforms, the challenges facing innovation brokers only become evident through practice. We highlight seven key issues here based on our experiences with IPs.
Dynamic and evolving platforms -a need for highly skilled innovation brokers
Ideally an agricultural IP addresses social, technical and institutional issues affecting the farm level as well as the wider context. Therefore the ability of the facilitator to enhance interaction across different levels, with a view to enabling the enhanced functioning of the whole system, is of critical importance. This includes changes in attitudes, skills, and practice of individual actors, as well as the relations between them, all of which need to be carefully facilitated.
For example, in a small ruminant livestock project utilising IPs in South Western Zimbabwe (LILI Markets/ZimGoats), local actors initially identified production and marketing issues as key challenges. After verification the platform members agreed that market access was the most limiting factor; the IP members then sought to involve actors associated with marketing, including buyers, transporters and auctioneers as well as representatives from the local government responsible for regulating livestock marketing in the district. Once local markets were established and the sales modalities developed, the IP shifted to include processors, namely abattoirs, and focused on improving production, by linking farmers to commercial feed suppliers. This illustrates how the agenda of the IP, and in turn the composition of relevant actors, evolved and changed over time. Flexibility in facilitation of the innovation process and in the management of platform dynamics was vital in order to ensure that the IP focused on appropriate issues for achieving impact.
This example does not stand alone, and is typical for many IPs (see Duncan et al. 2011 for an example of how planted forage was used as an entry point for catalysing innovation on broader livestock value chain issues in Ethiopia). Based on an analysis of various case studies, Nederlof and Pyburn (2012) argue that a flexible approach to platform structure and membership is useful in case new topics arise, priorities change, or unexpected problems emerge. Sometimes the 'real' issues only emerge after the process has begun. It may also take some time to determine the best level for the platform to operate in support of institutional change. Navigating these dynamics requires tact and diplomacy, and the innovation broker's role in orchestrating this is critical. While innovation brokers can be provided with 'how-to' guidelines for facilitating IPs, it is much more complicated to equip them with the skills to 'manage change'. As process oriented approaches are by nature not a blue print with fixed goals and time frames, it is important that facilitators have a clear understanding of the need for flexibility and have the skills to work in an iterative way with relevant actors to achieve desired outcomes (see Ngwenya and Hagmann 2009 ).
Power and platforms -risk of reinforcing the status quo
Although issues surrounding power dynamics are widely recognized within the 'participation' literature (see Chambers 1997; Cooke and Kothari 2001) , they have received scant attention 5 in research on IPs (Zannou et al. 2012; Cullen et al. submitted) . It is tempting to think that bringing different actors together may address key constraints for value chains, managing natural resources, and policy development, but bringing actors together may not address the underlying reasons for weak actor linkages. If these issues are not taken into account IPs may be used to reinforce existing dynamics, or be misused by powerful actors to achieve their own goals.
Experiences with district level platforms as part of a natural resource management (NRM) project in the Ethiopian highlands, suggest that careful attention should be given to power asymmetries. During a series of exercises to identify NRM entry points in one of the districts, termite infestation was identified as a priority issue by farmers, due to their impact on grazing lands, crops and infrastructure. However, local government representatives insisted that soil erosion should be prioritised -in order to meet national government targets for soil and water conservation. Government actors were overrepresented within the platform and facilitators realised that if the government agenda dominated the process it was likely to reinforce the status quo, in which farmers have limited voice in decision making processes, and lead to lack of engagement and 'buy-in' on the part of community members. Platform facilitators played a critical role in mediating between these different interests. Together with researchers, they identified an intervention that could serve as a compromise between farmers and government decision makers: a termite resistant fodder species called 'Chomo grass'. This would help to conserve soils, rehabilitate grazing areas destroyed by termites and provide livestock feed.
However, achieving a compromise should not always be a priority for platforms. It is important to point out that the focus IPs place on identifying and solving common problems through a process of consensus building often ignores the fact that conflict can be an important catalyst for change. Pushing actors to achieve consensus may also lead to 'solutions' which are not ideal for all of the actors involved, particularly those who have less of a voice. With this in mind, although platform facilitation guidelines often state that the innovation broker should be relatively neutral and objective, there may be situationsparticularly when there are power inequalities -when brokers may need to advocate on behalf of certain groups. There is growing evidence which suggests that such multi-actor processes may not be advantageous for marginalised groups who may be overruled or manipulated by more powerful actors (Edmunds and Wollenberg 2002) . Those who take this view argue that measures should be taken to empower weaker groups before they engage in collective dialogue within a platform space.
Although care should be taken to ensure that those with more power do not dominate the platform space, there can be advantages to working with powerful actors. The COS-SIS program facilitated the creation of a cocoa IP which aimed to secure higher prices for cocoa farmers. The cocoa sector is composed of powerful actors, many of whom were represented in the IP. One of the IP members was formerly an advisor to the Minister of Finance and Economic Planning, with responsibility for cocoa affairs. The IP members asked this influential member to represent their interests, and in doing so convinced the minister to raise the producer price of cocoa for all farmers (see also Pyburn 2012 and Zannou et al. 2012 ).
Gender -promoting equitable opportunities
Gender is a critical factor in achieving development objectives and evidence suggests that disparities between the sexes limit the effectiveness of development programs (Word Bank 2001 , 2011 . Evaluating IPs from a gendered perspective can serve to highlight imbalances between men and women in terms of power and representation. However, Swaans, K., B. Cullen, A. van when we look at the recent literature on IPs gender only seems to feature in the margins. Moreover, if we look at all the R4D projects we are and have been involved in, only a few have given attention to roles played by men and women, the relationships between them and how this influences innovation.
When reviewing the R4D projects we found that women are frequently under-represented in IP processes, despite the fact that in many project locations women are often the primary producers and processors of agricultural products. There are often limited numbers of women included in platform meetings, which in certain locations may reflect the wider cultural context. Platform facilitators and members may fail to take into consideration the constraints that women face in attending and being able to actively participate in platforms. Women's ability to participate may depend on the timing and location of meetings, the multiple demands on women's time and social expectations.
Even if women are present in the platform they may not be able to voice their views. In certain parts of Africa, women are constrained from expressing their opinions due to cultural attitudes towards women speaking in public. This can result in platforms prioritizing issues that either do not reflect women's concerns, or could have a negative impact on them. For example, NBDC's IPs working on fodder development did not consider the extra demands on female labour and time that the new interventions required. Having said this, merely focusing on assessing women's participation in such public spaces may ignore the influence that women have over decision making processes 'behind the scenes'.
Nonetheless, it should be recognized that the recent focus on the use of multi-actor processes to link the poor, especially women, to economic and social benefits, does not always lead to desired effects. This is particularly evident in value chain processes where increasing women's participation in market-oriented production can either increase or decrease their access to and control over income, depending upon the character of their involvement and the specific characteristics of the chain (Coles and Mitchell 2011; KIT et al. 2012) . For example, commercialization of small ruminants -which in many places are traditionally the responsibility of women -may lead to a loss of control over household resources for women unless provisions are put in place to protect female interests. This may be difficult to address because it entails interfering with power dynamics at a household level, which may have unpredictable and unintended consequences.
The use of a gender lens to critically look at the design, operating modalities, focus of the platform, key constraints, strategies and resulting outcomes may avoid some of adverse effects mentioned above. However, gender relations are usually deeply entrenched so transforming them may not be always be something that a platform is able to address, particularly if they are operating in a short time frame. In addition, concepts of gender equality are often imposed from a Western point of view, these may need to be reconfigured to take into account what men and women want in specific contexts.
Internal versus external facilitation -pros and cons
When reviewing the IPs described in Box 1, it was observed that almost all were facilitated by international and national research organizations; some were facilitated by NGOs and occasionally extension officers were involved in brokering innovation. According to the scheme of Tennyson (2005) , most of these individuals and organizations would be classified as 'internal' brokers, as they often have a direct stake in the process. 6 This raises questions about their ability to facilitate platform processes as they may have a vested interest in platform activities. This issue is of fundamental importance to IP processes as those who establish and facilitate the platform often set the broad objectives, and this may significantly influence the selection of platform members, identification of key issues and subsequent entry points (see Nederlof et al. 2011) . For example, organizations that instigate platforms may have their own institutional agendas, such as an emphasis on commercialization and value chain development, which may not always reflect the interests of the main beneficiaries.
Although innovation processes are based on participatory principles which include ensuring equal representation, flexibility and adaptive management, those who manage and facilitate the process may not always get the organizational support to undertake such an approach, and individual facilitators may have a narrow understanding of the function and purpose of the IPs. For example, many IPs are currently driven by national research organizations in response to the low uptake of technologies developed by them, such as the Research Into Use (RIU) program funded by DFID (see Mur and Nederlof 2012 ) and the DONATA program coordinated by FARA 7 . Some merely use platforms as a dissemination mechanism for existing technologies, instead of exploring the underlying reasons for low adoption.
In the case where international research centres and NGOs facilitate the process, there is a risk that members of the platform associate the platform with the funding organization. This may lead to members choosing issues that reflect the mandate of the funding organization, rather than expressing more genuine concerns. An alternative is to seek facilitators who are more closely aligned with the existing agricultural system, for example agricultural extension workers. However, such actors often have a limited mandate which restricts their ability to act effectively as innovation brokers (see Leeuwis 2004) . Moreover, in utilizing such actors, government agendas may come to dominate the discussion, as we have seen in the case of NRM in the Ethiopian highlands. For these reasons it is important that both brokers and platform members clearly state their position and areas of interest.
A solution may be to involve specialized brokers, which have innovation brokering as their main task and are external to the membership of the platform. But this would require further experimentation to identify who could play this role, as well as willingness on the part of donor organizations to fund such arrangements. It is also important to bear in mind that although external brokers may have advantages in terms of perceived neutrality and objectivity, there may also be certain advantages to engaging internal brokers. Internal actors are often better positioned as they can use existing relationships, networks and local knowledge, this is particularly important in contexts where there are poorly functioning institutional frameworks which external actors may find difficult to navigate (see Klerkx et al. 2009 ).
Whilst the identification of actors as 'internal' and 'external' can be a useful way of identifying the pros and cons of different brokering arrangements, these categories may not be as fixed as they initially appear. So-called internal brokers may initiate a platform process but then gradually take more of an external role as the platform develops, and vice versa. There is also potential for designing brokering arrangements which involve cooperation and collaboration between both internal and external actors. Ultimately, the type of brokering will vary depending on the specific context, the purpose of the platform, the availability of actors and the skills required.
Issues of sustainability: towards self-organization
IPs exist only as long as they are useful: their composition is likely to change over time as different issues emerge, they may be reconfigured to address a new set of problems and ultimately they may evolve into a more permanent entity, such as a producers' association, cooperative or even business. Platforms may serve to build the innovative capacity of actors within the system but the platforms themselves may cease to function.
Although most IPs are facilitated by research organizations or NGOs, who themselves have a stake in the process, these organizations are often perceived as relative outsiders by the other actors in the platform; they often reside outside the project area and operate on behalf of a specific project and donor. In order to sustain the innovation process, it would be important to capacitate other actors in the platform to take over some of the critical innovation brokering tasks after project funding comes to an end. However, handing over facilitation may be a complicated process. For example, relative outsiders may be more accepted as facilitators by other actors -especially where there are power inequalities or conflicting agendas between platform members -leading to potential resistance to internal actors taking over this role. In some cases it may be easier for external actors to convene the process and to keep the overall objective of the platform in mind; insiders may need capacity building in order to take on this role. Facilitation by socalled insiders may encourage ownership of the process among local actors, making it easier for the implementing organization(s) to phase out, but there can be problems with lack of trust, particularly regarding finances.
Experiences from projects which have instigated platforms and then tried to 'hand over the stick' illustrate some of the challenges that can be encountered. As part of a two-year project on goat production and marketing in dry land areas of Mozambique (imGoats), an international NGO was identified to take up the innovation broker role. Although a project team from the NGO took the lead, they realized the need to identify local actors who could take over the role of innovation broker in order to sustain the process. The platform members elected a committee of four members, representing different actor groups. Throughout the process, the project team provided on the spot support and backstopping. Although the committee gradually took over responsibilities for facilitation and coordination, they faced two big challenges: linking with different actors outside the platform, and strategic networking with government agencies. One constraint was the low capacity among the committee members at the start of the project, but committee members competing commitments and the short time frame of the project played a role as well. However, there are also positive examples of platform sustainability, such as the Paper. Dealing with critical challenges in African innovation platforms: lessons for facilitation. Knowledge Management for Development Journal 9(3): 116-135 http://journal.km4dev.org/ 126 case of the SSA-CP -whereby thirty six platforms were set up throughout Africa. Many have become established within the local or district government administrations. Support to farmers from local policy makers has strengthened the platforms. According to Mokwunye and Ellis-Jones (2010) , the sustainability of the IPs has become apparent where farmer organizations, commercial people and local governments have become drivers and champions.8
We find it difficult to draw conclusions regarding the most effective brokerage arrangements for the sustainability of platforms. Generally speaking, as the main focus of any IP is to stimulate and support actors to start working as a self-organized and managed innovation system, handing over the task to local innovation brokers should be a central part of the process.
Issues of scale: how to ensure the quality of the process
Recently FARA was approached by the Minister of Agriculture of Sierra Leone, who wanted to establish three hundred and fifty IPs (Adekunle, pers. comm.). In addition to this, the Gambia, having been persuaded to try the approach, decided to commence by setting up twenty two platforms. 9 However, working at this kind of scale demands that a new generation of innovation brokers is trained and armed with the basic tools for effective platform facilitation.
FARA has started undertaking such capacity building activities through a range of programs, including the SSA-CP and PAEPARD. 10 The PAEPARD project in particular places an emphasis on training 'Agricultural Innovation Facilitators'. FARA is also working with partners to enrich the curriculum of universities to include soft skills that are essential for the successful facilitation of innovation processes. In addition, the Kenya Agricultural Research Institute (KARI) and the Australian Centre for International Agricultural Research (ACIAR) recently developed an initiative to train people from national research organizations across Africa in the facilitation of IPs (Makini et al. 2013) .
Such endeavours are highly encouraging, but it is important that they are not one-off activities. Developing skills in innovation brokering requires an iterative learning process which cannot be dealt with through modular training, but requires learning by doing and reflection on the process (Ngwenya et al. 2008; Hagmann 2009, 2011) . Moreover, institutional and policy support may be required over a sufficient time frame in order for such initiatives to have long-lasting impact. For example, those who are trained are likely to need support and possibly incentives from their organizations to address systemic and underlying constraints. Experience has shown that building facilitation capacity without investing in the institutional reform necessary to support processoriented approaches is unlikely to succeed. In South Africa for example, a Participatory Extension Approach (PEA) with facilitation for change embedded in it was implemented through the BASED program (see Ngwenya et al. 2008) . The program was successful in training quality facilitators among selected extension officers and managers. However, in order for these new emerging professionals to be successful a radical transformation of government structures was required to provide an enabling institutional environment. At the beginning, some senior managers backed the approach and initiated the process of integrating PEA into the mainstream system. However, the process collapsed due to a change of management. As a result, many of the trained facilitators left the government system to form an independent NGO.
With these examples in mind, it is clear that developing facilitation capacity requires a much more systematic approach that pays attention to the broader supporting structure. Scaling out of IPs to other areas and locations needs to be accompanied by institutional and political support for different ways of working and for the newly emerging professionals who help guide these processes.
Monitoring and evaluation: a role for facilitators?
Monitoring and evaluation (M&E) is particularly important for IPs given the growing demand for evidence that innovation system approaches lead to impact on the ground. However, facilitators of IPs often struggle to develop appropriate M&E formats. Traditional research and development approaches have a tendency to employ a linear M&E model based on an assumption that change can be planned, easily identified and controlled (Prasad Pant 2010) . However, such theoretical approaches and the associated tools are not necessarily suitable for an innovation system approach due to its complex, non-linear and participatory nature. Due to their nature the impacts of IP processes are not always tangible and can be difficult to monitor. IPs therefore require an M&E framework and set of tools that take into consideration the complexities of innovation systems, and which can document and assess process as well as outcomes (see Njuki 2010) .
The objective of M&E in the context of R4D projects is two-fold: first, it may serve as a tool to generate research-based evidence for the effectiveness of IPs across different contexts; second, it is meant for joint learning among projects teams and the actors by assessing their performance and to gain a better insight into the underlying issues in order to adapt the course of action. Although researchers may play an important role in the first objective, innovation brokers play a critical role in the second one through facilitating and documenting a systematic process of action, monitoring, reflection and adaptation. In our experience, however, innovation brokers often do not consider M&E as part of their role, which makes implementation difficult. Based on the SSA-CP, a set of tools to document IP processes and outcomes were adapted for use by innovation brokers in several R4D programs in West Africa (see Pali and Swaans 2013 ; initially adapted for PROGEBE, some tools were used for the PLM project and VBDC). However, the tools were applied with mixed success. After further training, research focused platformswhich often assigned specific persons to document lessons -applied the tools successfully; however, facilitators of development focused platforms either did not always understand what was expected in terms of M&E or struggled to use the tools and found them cumbersome.
In one of the other projects (imGoats), outcome mapping -an alternative approach to planning, monitoring, and evaluating development impact developed by IDRC (Earl et al. 2001) , was adopted for M&E. 11 Project partners and innovation brokers used this approach to track changes in behaviour (i.e. actions, relations, activities) among actors in the platform and the wider environment. Although their experience was generally positive, the documentation and analysis was perceived as highly resource intensive. Overall, whether outcome mapping or other approaches were used, innovation brokers and project partners found it easier to apply and use the tools than designing the overall framework. This suggests a need for process-light, simple and accessible formats for M&E.
While more resource intensive approaches may work in more research and learning focused platforms, in more development focused projects, the use of relatively simple participatory tools may be more appropriate to monitor progress. This could be a task of the innovation broker, but it should be borne in mind that joint observation, documentation and analysis may also stimulate ownership of the process and outcomes among platform members. There are examples, e.g. from the SSA-CP, where farmers and other players on the platform helped in the monitoring process after having been trained. However, from our experience it seems that for the development of an overall M&E framework and the tools themselves, assistance and support from M&E specialists may be required, particularly if the M&E goals are focused on collecting evidence for external donors or researchers rather than for platform members themselves.
Conclusions
IPs are increasingly being used in research and development initiatives. However, the dynamic nature of innovation processes, and the differences in interest, capacity and power among the actors involved, makes the role of facilitation or innovation brokering particularly challenging. We believe that the key to success of an IP is very much linked to the attitude, skills and capacities of the innovation broker. This paper has highlighted seven key issues which in our view are critical to effective platform facilitation and have not received the attention they deserve. They range from the dynamic and evolving nature of IPs to issues of power and gender; the problematic role of innovation brokers, issues of sustainability and scaling, and monitoring and evaluation for learning.
For maximum benefit of IPs, facilitators with a flexible attitude and process skills are needed. Both internal and external actors can act as facilitators and there is potential for brokerage arrangements which draw on both actor groups. For example, we have seen from many cases that with external support farmers or other local actors can grow slowly into facilitation roles. It is also important to realize that not all brokering functions need to be fulfilled by one person or organization; so called champions, i.e. highly motivated actors in the platform, can play a role to mobilize peers of their groups, and promote contact between the platform members and their constituencies (see Heemskerk et al. 2011; Klerkx and Aarts 2013) . It is clear that capacity building for facilitators is of critical importance and steps being taken by agencies including FARA and KARI are heading in the right direction for enhancing brokering skills at a larger scale.
Although IPs offer a potential way of achieving institutional change and a means for facilitating interaction and learning among different actors, this may be complicated in Paper. Dealing with critical challenges in African innovation platforms: lessons for facilitation. (Cullen et al. submitted) . A group based approach provides an opportunity for different actors to interact, build trust and engage in joint learning and can potentially provide an opportunity to transform underlying values and patterns of interaction which may hinder innovation. However, this may work better in homogeneous settings where people are free to express themselves, than in heterogeneous settings such as IPs (Swaans et al. 2008) . Under such circumstances combining multi-actor platforms with sub-groups which can focus on the needs of specific actors should be considered.
The context and the aim of the platform may also determine who is best placed to take on the role of innovation broker. As IPs have evolving agendas, fluid brokerage arrangements may be required which also evolve over time in order to draw on the skills and resources of both 'insider' and 'outsider' brokers. This requires sufficient flexibility on behalf of the facilitating organization and an understanding that actor roles may need to shift depending on the trajectory of the platform. More research is needed to explore the effectiveness of different types of innovation brokers across different contexts, how their roles change over time and implications for the innovation process, as well as how different brokering arrangements can be institutionalized so that innovation processes can be sustained after projects, or organizations instigating the process, phase out.
Despite the positive developments that are already taking place, significant changes to institutional arrangements and incentive mechanisms are required if IPs are to be successfully scaled up. This implies an emphasis on developing facilitation and management competencies among a range of actors that are systems based and process oriented, as well as the political will to support such new ways of working. Achieving socio-economic impact among small-scale farmers will be critical in order to justify such time and resource intensive processes. IPs will also require critical monitoring and assessment to ensure that they adequately target and address the problems of the poor.
